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ABSTRACT

Adult students are voluntary learners. They have
certain expectations of achievement vhen returning <o the classroons.
The teacher of adults showld utilize these students' experiences,
because adults can respond better if emcouraged to draw on their
personal knowledge. The non-Bnglish speaking adult students learning
English as a second language have several obstacles to overcome. Not
only must they learn to comnmunicate in a new language, but also they
rast adapt theamselves to American culture. Influences on an adult's
ability to learn English as a Second Language (ESL) skills include
aptitude, age, motivation, and native language interference. These
influences are variable and can positively and/or negatively affect
ESL learning. Reading ESL is important in order for the non-2nglish
adult to communicate effectively and *o become more aware of himself
in relation to his society. Several factors affect the adult's
ability to learn to read English. They are oral knowledge of English.
literacy level in the native language, the native language
orthography, and student incentive. (Author/WR)
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THE ADULT STUDLNT

» 2 adult returning to school has expectations which differ from
Lhose of average school age students., Because he is older and posseses
2 greater range of life experiences, the adult desires to utilize his
accumulated knowledge to achieve goals that are practical, interesting,
and suitable to his background. Returning to the classroom voluntarily,
ne relinquishes valuable free time and brings with him hinqh expectations
of achievement as well as discipline, social responsibility, and inde-
npendonceo.

The adult should be encouraged to respond actively in a classroom
atmospitere that provides interaction witi, pcers and with the instructor.
As a result of his experiences, the adult can he a more active learner
in the classroom, since he is able to combine his practical knowledge
with the subject matter he is learning. The adult achieves a higher lev-
el whoen one takes advantage of the student's experiences, crecating a

classroom environment where reciprocal lcarning takes place.

THLL ADULT STUDLNT LEARNING ENGLISH AS A SLCOND LANGUAGH

Adults who arce learning English as a sccond lanquage (I:SL) are
Facedl with an additional problem of communication in a society whose
cultare has a different set of social and linquistic patterns. Since
knowledge of Iinglish is usually nccessary for survival in the adult's
cnvironmant, there is a greater neccessity for learning the basic com-
rnication skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing., In ad-
dition to hasic survival, ESL communication s3lills enable adults to
giin job advancoment, obtain citizenship, and to feel more psychological-
1y inteqrated into American society. Assimilation is quicker onse thoe
winlt learns inglish and can communicate effectively in his adopted lan-

SRR T Fo N

There are certain considerations which appear to influence an
arlult’s ability to learn English: aptitude, age, motivation, and native
linmuage interference.

Aptitude. It is not nrecisely known what determines aptitude to
learr” A secnnd lanquage. The ability to solve mathematical nroblems
Or nonsessinrg a musical "ear" have been pronoscd as possible connece-
tiops 1o a norson's inherent ability to learn a second lanquage. It
annears that an adult's ability to learn a second langquage in the class-
room is ralated to the amount of forwal training he received in his na-
tive lanquagn,  The higher the level of formal education an adult has
acaiever! a5 1 student in his own languagae, tie greater is his ability
to conceptiaalize in a second language such as Inqlish. Itens such Aas
knowleage nf Lense markers, word forms, parts of speech, of one’s na-
tive Lwmguaqe contribute towards tae adult's aptitude for learning LSL,

Age.  Adults generally have a qreater long-term memorizing facility
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than children, which give them a greater advantage for second language
iearning. This long-term memorizing ability aids in the repstition

and response of sounds, symbols, and words. It alsoc provides an organ-
ization of newly acquired language structures, cnabling the studcnt to
have greater recall and understanding,

However, age can also be detrimental. Psychological and physiol-
ogical factors affect tihe age of sccond language acquisition. Speech
is controlled by the left hemisphere of the brain, which controls all
motor activity. After the age of pulerty, it is more difficult to ac-
quire new motor skills such as articulation, because the left hemi-
sphere of the brain somchow loses its resilience. This has a definite
aeffect on language learning.

. Inhibition may also hinder second lanquage learning. Unlike chil-
dren, adults are more self-conscious and, therefore, hesitate for fear
of making mistakes while learning LSL.

Motivation. Motivation can influcnce second language learning.
Non-English speaking adults may be motivated by financial as well as
psychological needs to communicate effectively in English. They learn
English for job advancement; without a better knowledge of English, it
is more difficult to obtain higher paying and moro satisdvine jous.

The type of LSL communication skills taught in class may also have
an effect on an adult's motivation. If listening and speaking are con-
sidered more important to be learned by the student, then he may lack
the desire to read and/or write. Conversely, if the student wants to
learn only reading and/or writing, he may resent learning how to speak,
thus decreasing his motivation to learn oral English.

Anomie, the feeling of estrangement in a foreign culture, may play
a negative role in motivation. As one attempts to become acculturated
into a new society, conscious or unconscious fecelings of alienation
may inhibit adaptation. This would include lessening the motivation
for learning the language of the new culture. The ease in adapting to
American culture with its different values, then, can biec considered a
motivating factor to learn ESL.

Mative language interference. When learning another language, an
adult will encounter certain pronunciation and structural difficulties
because of his native language. This will have an effect on his abil-
ity to acquire Dnglish, since he may attempt to transfer or translate
structure and vocabulary from his native language and consequently
make errors in English. IJative language interference can be antici-
pated in lanquage learning, but not all the errors made can be at-
tributed to this. Crrors may alsc rsesult from the inherent linguis-
tic complexities of English.
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THE ESL ADULT AID READING

Reading is an important skill for the non~English speaking adult.
Tne ability to read effectively is essential for survival in order to
comprehend basic signs, purchase items necessary to daily living and
to function ir a new society. Reading English is also important for
the adult student to be knowledgeable about Ameri:an society and his
role in it, thus making him a more effective anu ~7ncerned citizen.

There are several fectors affecting an adult  ability to learn
to read English as a sccond language. They arce: oral knowledge of
English; literary level in the native langquage; t'e orthography of
the native language; and the student's incentive.

Oral knowledge of English. The ability to rcad ESL presupposes a
knowledge of linguistic structures and vocabulary. Without a knowledge
of the sound patterns of ILnglish, it is difficult to Jdecode; without
a knowledge of the structural elements and vocabulary, it is impossible
to comprehend. The most important element in teaching reading to ESL
students is a knowledge of the spoken language. TFor the adult non-
-English speaking student, an oral knowledge of Inglish phonology, gram-
mar and vocabulary is the most cfficient basis for the teaching of read-
ing. Relevant and effective realing instruction requires that the teach-
er utilize the student's knowledige of the aural/oral skills.,

Literacy level in the native language. An adult who is illiterate
(unable to read or write) in his native lanquage will hwave a more dif-
ficult task of reading English. It will be necessary to introduce him
to the concept of print prior to any reading instruction.

A functionally illiterate adult, possessing no more than basic
word recognition skills and limited comprchension ability in his native
language, will have a greater advantage than an illiterate who is recad-
ing English. Although gencrally unable to depend on print as the means
of carrying out his everyday communication nceds, he has at -least been
introduced to the concept of reading.

The literate adult, able to read in his native language, should
find it easier to read once he has begun to learn English linguistic
structure and vocabulary through the aural/oral skills. A literate
adult has tho ability to decode and encode at a more sophisticated lev-
cl, enabling kim to transfer these skills more quickly to reading In-
glish.

ESL classes concentrating primarily on the speaking and listen-
ing skills will consist of students who are at dilferent reading lev-
el in English.

Figures 1,2, and 3 illustrate the possible recading levels in an
adult ESL classroom in relation to oral IEnalish skills and native lan-
guage English competence in reading. '
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FIGURE 1

ELEVENTARY LEVEL

(LISTENING ANO SPEAKINA SKILLS)

Illiterate in
Native Language

Illiterate in
English

Functionally
or ITliterate (oOr
in lative

Literate
in
fative Lanquaqe

Langyane
i

|

ITliterate in
or Fnalish r

ITliterate
in
Enqalish

|

!

- !
{ Functinnally

in

functionally
IT1literate
in English

ITliterate r
Enqalish |

Li-erate
En,tish

L.

There are three jencral readina levels
for the adult in his native lanquage, as well

as reading in English.

llote that the more

literate one is in the native larquage, the
greater the possibilities of heing illiterate
functionally iltiterate, or literate in
English. If a student is literate in Enqlish

but has only eleumentar

and listening,

y stills in speaking

it prohbahly indicates tnat the
student previously studied English reading
and writing skills in his native country.

(n
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FIGURE I1

ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE: INTERMEDIATE LEVEL
(LISTENING AND SPEAKING SKILLS)

I1literate in or Functionallyor Literate in
Native Langquage I1literate Hative Language
) l in lative
Language
o
ITtiterate in or Illiterate |or Functionally
English in illiterate
Eng}ish L in English
x.”unci.ionany Literate in
' I1literate |or English
lin English

Note that an adult considered literate in
his native language would not likely be i11i-
terate in English at the intermediate level.

He would have enough contact with English print
to at least be considered functionally i11i-
terate.
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FIGURE 111
ENGLISH AS A SECOND ' ,UAGBE: ADVANCED LEVEL
(LISTENING SPEAKING SKILLS)
[1literate in or| Functronallv or Literate in
Native Language I1Titerate dative Lanquag
in hative
Language

Functionally ‘ Functinnally
[Tiiterate or I1literate
in Lnylish in Enqglica

‘ |

[iterate “Titerato Litcrate In Fnatis,
in English or in or
knylish

At an advanced level, ESL students probably
will be at least functionally illiterate or 1i-
terate in their native lanquage in order to
comprehend and use advanced level linguistic
structures. It is unlikely that an advanced
ESL student would he illiterate ir his native
language, unless he never had the opportunity
te learn to read in nis native lanquage. A
student who is functionaliy illiterate in his
native language would not be illiterate in
English at the advanced Tevel because of his
contact with the languane.
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The orthography of the native lanquage. A third element influ-
. encing the ability to read ESL is the similarity or difference of the
. native language orthography to the Roman alphabet. A learner whose
script is comnletely unlike the Roman script might have difficulty
learning English symbols. Adjusting to left to right eye movement is
a concideration if the student's native scrint is right to left (e.q.
Arabic) or top to bottom (e.q. Chinese). The native orthography may
also contain ideographic (symbols with representing ideas), which Jdif-
fer from Lnglisn grapheme. If the script is similar to English (i.e.
the orthography of the romantic languages), then the problem might be
one of transfering phonemes, whosc cowbinations differ from the native
language to Lnglish.

Student Incentive. Does the adult ESL student consider reading
an important skill to be learned? An adult's desire to read English
may be inversely pronortional to the availability of reading material
in his native language. Arcas with a large ethnic population often
have soveral newspapers and periodicals printed in the native lan-

. guage. Consequently, the ESL adult from that arca may not fecel the
. necessity for readinag Inglish. Resentment towarcds the "relearning®
. or reading in a second language may have an effect on his desire to

learn. The teacher's responsibility is to convince the student of the
importance of reading by acwonstrating the practicalities of filling
applications, following wricten directinns, reading newspapers, miga-
zines, and by creating an interest in literature.

SuARY

An adult student 13 a voluntary leovner. le han cortatn cxpec—
tations o achitevement when returniva Lo the o ssgroom. .he teacher
of adults should utiline his stulents'cwperiercen, Leoecaure adults
ean respond vetter Ll encourarcd to draw upon thelr peraonal knewl-
edge.

The non=Enpgliash apealking adult ctwlent leayming Frnglish an a
second languaze has several obstaclce to ovarcorme. Int only munt he
learn to communicate in a new longwae, but he muet adept himeselfl to
Ameriecan culture. Influences on an adult’s abilitu teo lecrn 'L skilla
inelude aptitude, age, ~otivation and natine Tansunre intarfepence.
Lhey are variables whieh can posditisc’y and/ar wepativeln affeet ESL
learning.

Readiny ESL “a important tn order for the non-inglich adult to
communicate e¢fectiveluy and Heecora morae auare of himsell in relatiorn
to his sociecty. Cfeveral factrnrz of7cet aig 20717tn to learn to rend
Imgliek., Theyn are oral knowl/eclme of Fnxlich, literacy level 7x the
native lansuane, the native languere orthorraphru, and student Ineentive.
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